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Tolkien's Philological Philosophy
in  H is F iction
S h e r r y l y n  B r a n c h a w
T h a t T o lk ie n 's  s c h o la r ly  p a s s io n s , b o th  lite ra ry  a n d  linguistic, in fo rm ed  
th e  construction  of h is  m y th o lo g y  is w ell-know n . I t is n o t su rp ris in g  to 
fin d  reflexes of K ullervo  in  th e  sto ry  of T u rin 's  life, o r phono log ica l changes 
fam iliar from  E uro p ean  lan g u ag es in  h is in v en ted  E lvish  tongues. Since the 
b eg in n in g  of T olk ien  stud ies, m u ch  w o rk  h a s  been  dev o ted  to T o lk ien 's  u se  of 
h is  academ ic b ack g ro u n d  in  h is  fiction. L ess frequen t, b u t ju s t as in teresting , 
a re  in stances in  w h ich  h e  in co rp o ra ted  n o t m ere ly  h is  fac tual know ledge, b u t 
h is  p ro fessional op in ions. T olkien  in d ica ted  th a t som e of h is op in ions w ere  
reflected  in  The Lord o f the Rings w h en  in tw o  of h is  letters, h e  expressly  q u o ted  
G an d alf on  th e  p ro p e r w a y  to  conduc t lite ra ry  criticism  in  th e  real w orld . 
O th e r in stances of characters reflec ting  T o lk ien 's  op in ions h av e  been  ad d u ced  
in  the  scholarly  lite ra tu re . S h ippey  ("H isto ry  in  W ords: T o lk ien 's  R u ling  
Passion") a rgues th a t one of G an d a lf 's  speeches can be in te rp re ted  as an 
expression  of T o lk ien 's  op in ions on  etym ological reconstruction . B ruce an d  
B ow m an b o th  arg u e  th a t G an d a lf 's  s tan d  aga in s t the  B alrog a n d  F ro d o 's  fligh t 
from  th e  N azg u l on  A sfalo th  reflect T o lk ien 's  op in ions ab o u t th e  O ld  E nglish  
p o em  The Battle o f Maldon.
To th is list of iden tifications, several m ore  can be  ad d ed . In  th is p aper, 
I a rg u e  th a t a p a rticu la r speech by  G im li ad h eres  as closely to  T o lk ien 's 
o p in ions on lite ra ry  criticism  as does th e  speech  b y  G andalf th a t T olkien  tw ice 
quo ted . I th en  arg u e  th a t th e  M oria  ep isodes, p a rticu la rly  the  d ec ip h e rin g  of 
th e  p a ssw o rd  a t th e  doo r a n d  th e  p au se  to re a d  the  book  of M azarbu l, g rew  
o u t of T o lk ien 's  d esire  to  m ak e  a w o rld  in  w h ich  ph ilo logy  is of im m ed ia te  
im portance . F inally , I link  F a ram ir 's  fa ilu re  to  in te rp re t Cirith Ungol as "P ass of 
th e  S p ider"  for F rodo  an d  Sam  w ith  G an d alf 's  d ifficulties in  an  earlie r ep isode  
w ith  the  p a ssw o rd  to  M oria  an d  also w ith  T o lk ien 's  w ork  on  onom astics.
In  ad d itio n  to  id en tify in g  fu rth e r in stances in  w h ich  T o lk ien 's  
scho larly  o p in ions m a d e  th e ir w ay  in to  h is  fiction, the  p re sen t p a p e r  a rgues 
th a t h e  in c lu d ed  th em  n o t h ap h aza rd ly , b u t because  th ey  w ere  of g rea t 
im portance  to  h im . Ju s t as h is  C h ris tian  w o rld v iew  em erg ed  in  h is fiction, 
"unconsc iously  so a t first, b u t consciously  in  th e  rev ision" (Letters 172), so too 
w ere  h is  academ ic va lues ev er p re sen t in  h is  m in d  w h en  h e  w ro te  The Lord o f
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the Rings. A s a scholar, h e  believed  th a t th ere  w as a p ro p e r w ay  to  conduct 
philo logy , th a t p h ilo logy  w as of g rea te r im portance  th a n  m a n y  academ ics an d  
n on -academ ics gave  it cred it for, a n d  th a t it w as im p o rtan t to  va lu e  a w ork  of 
a rt as a w ho le  an d  as an  e n d  u n to  itself. W ith in  h is  essays, letters, a n d  speeches 
h e  ex p an d ed  u p o n  these  o p in ions a t g rea t leng th . W ith in  h is  fiction, he  
construc ted  a sto ry  in  w h ich  th e  th in g s th a t m a tte red  to  h im  could  
incon trovertib ly  m a tte r  to  th e  w orld .
L i t e r a r y  C r i t i c i s m
L ite ra ry  criticism  w as a topic on  w h ich  T olkien  h a d  stro n g  op in ions. 
H e  w ro te  tw o  sign ifican t essays on  th e  topic: "Beowulf: th e  M onsters an d  the 
C ritics" (henceforth  BMC) an d  "O n  F airy -sto ries" (henceforth  OFS). In  bo th  
essays, h e  w as re sp o n d in g  to  a tre n d  in  scho larsh ip  th a t h e  felt focused  on  the 
least im p o rtan t p a rts  of these  bod ies of w ork . T he scholars to  w h o m  T olkien  
w as  re sp o n d in g  w ere  m ore  in te res ted  in  w h a t Beowulf cou ld  tell th em  abou t 
th e  h is to rica l even ts of th e  tim e th a n  in  read in g  it as a poem . In  fact, as a poem , 
it w as o ften  ju d g ed  to be  of p o o r lite ra ry  quality . The scholars w ere  also 
in te rested  in  b reak in g  Beowulf d o w n  in to  its  co m p o n en t p a rts  to  d iscover w h a t 
e lem en ts a n d  p e rh ap s  earlie r lays h a d  gone in to  its m ak ing . S im ilarly , the 
app ro ach  to  fo lk lore  w as p rim arily  com parative  in  n a tu re , co m p arin g  stories 
from  d iffe ren t trad itio n s  w ith  sim ilar m otifs, an d  read in g  such  sto ries for 
p e rso n a l satisfaction  w as deem ed  su itab le  on ly  for ch ild ren  an d  p e rh ap s  o ld  
w om en . T olkien  a rg u ed  for th e  in trin sic  lite ra ry  w o rth  of b o th  Beowulf an d  
fa iry  stories. H e  in s isted  th a t th e  p u rp o se  of criticism  sh o u ld  be  to  re a d  th em  as 
w orks of lite ra tu re , an d  th a t h is to rica l o r archaeological s tu d ies  w ere  of on ly  
p e rip h e ra l in terest. T hough  h is  essay  on  fo lk lore w as  less in fluen tia l, an d  the 
p rim a ry  ap p ro ach  to  s tu d y in g  folklore con tinues to  be com parative, "Beowulf. 
th e  M onsters an d  th e  C ritics" w as a sem inal essay  in  th e  field  of Beowulf 
scho larsh ip  a n d  m a rk e d  a tu rn in g  p o in t aw ay  from  an  em p h asis  on  source 
s tu d ies  an d  h is to rica l stud ies, to w a rd  en g ag in g  w ith  Beowulf as a self- 
con ta ined  w o rk  of art. In  w ritin g  tw o  such  sub s tan tia l essays, th e  Beowulf one 
th e  m o s t im p o rta n t of h is  academ ic career, T olkien  m ad e  clear the  im portance  
to  h im  of ho listic  s tu d y  of lite ra tu re  an d  of tre a tin g  a w o rk  of lite ra tu re  as an  
en d  in  its o w n  right.
U nsu rp ris in g ly , h e  h e ld  the  sam e o p in ions ab o u t th e  s tu d y  of h is  ow n  
w ork . O n  a n u m b e r of occasions, T olkien  exp ressed  concerns th a t h is  fiction 
w o u ld  be  re a d  m ostly  w ith  an  eye to  w h a t h e  w as  th in k in g  w h en  h e  w ro te  it, 
e ither w h a t h e  h a d  b een  read in g  th a t it resem b led  it o r w h a t even ts in  h is  life 
m ig h t hav e  in sp ired  it. For instance,
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I fear you m ay be right tha t the search for sources [...] is going to 
occupy academics for a generation or two. I w ish  this need  no t be so. To 
m y m ind  it is the particular use in  a particular situation of any m otive, 
w hether invented, deliberately borrow ed, or unconsciously 
rem em bered tha t is the m ost interesting th ing  to consider. (Letters 418)
H is  essays, b e in g  nonfictional, o vertly  express a d isap p ro v a l of th is  so rt of 
source criticism  a n d  of b io g raph ica l criticism , b u t in teresting ly , T olkien  also 
p o in ted  to  a fictional passage  in  w h ich  he  said  th e  sam e th ing , m ore  ind irec tly . 
In  tw o  le tters w ritten  n e a r th e  e n d  of h is  life (Letters 414; 424), T olkien qu o ted  
th e  fo llow ing  exchange be tw een  S aru m an  an d  G an d a lf to  d iscou rage  h is 
re ad e r from  an a ly z in g  h is  fiction in to  its com p o n en t p arts .
"W hite!" [Saruman] sneered. "It serves as a beginning. W hite cloth 
m ay  be dyed. The w hite page can be overw ritten; and the w hite light 
can be broken."
"In w hich case it is no longer w hite," said [Gandalf]. "A nd he that 
breaks a th ing  to  find ou t w hat it is has left the p a th  of w isdom ." (The 
Lord of the Rings [LotR] II.2.259)
S aru m an 's  sarto ria l choices p e r  se can h a rd ly  m erit such  w e ig h ty  d isap p ro v a l 
as exp ressed  in  G an d a lf 's  speech. G an d alf is in s tead  reac ting  to th e  w ay  in  
w h ich  S a ru m an 's  robe  is sym bolic of h is  app ro ach  to  th e  w orld . It is no  
su rp rise , g iven  T o lk ien 's  tw o  essays on th e  subject, to  see G an d alf th e  W ise 
ad v o ca tin g  for a ho listic  s tu d y  of th e  w o rld  w h ile  the  d ep ra v e d  S a ru m an  the 
W hite  rejects th e  color of h is  o w n  e p ith e t a n d  w ears  robes th a t refrac t w h ite  
lig h t in to  its co m p o n en t colors.
In  th e  tw o  le tters in  w h ich  he  qu o ted  G an d a lf 's  w o rd s, T olkien w as 
reac tin g  to  th e  p ro sp ec t of analysis of h is  ow n  w ork . H e  re sp o n d ed  to  a req u est 
for h e lp  w ith  an  academ ic p ro ject b y  say ing  "I sho u ld  n o t feel inc lined  to  h e lp  
in  th is d estruc tive  process" a n d  "I d islike analysis of th is k in d "  (Letters 424). 
U nfo rtuna te ly , w e nev er find  o u t in  C a rp en te r 's  ed ition  of h is  le tters w h a t 
" th is  k in d "  w as, i.e. th e  n a tu re  of th e  specific pro ject to w h ich  h e  w as 
resp o n d in g . H is  u se  of th e  w o rd  "des truc tive ,"  th o u g h , aligns w ith  h is 
criticism s in  OFS a n d  BM C of w h a t h e  considered  th e  destructive  analysis of 
fa iry  stories an d  of Beowulf. T hese inc lude  th e  b reak in g  of th e  tex t in to  
com p o n en t parts , such  as tropes, a n d  th e  h u n t for th e  o rig ins of th e  text, 
w h e th e r from  the  even ts of h is  life o r from  th e  w orks h e  re a d  th a t m ig h t h av e  
in sp ired  h im . O f th is so rt of w ork , h e  w rote,
W hen they have read  [Lord of the Rings], some readers w ill (I suppose) 
w ish  to  'criticize' it, and even to  analyze it, and  if tha t is their m entality
Mythlore 34.1, Fall/Winter 2015   39
Sherrylyn Branchaw
then  they are, of course, at liberty to  do these things —so long as they 
have first read it w ith  attention throughout. N ot that this a ttitude has 
m y sym pathy: as should be clearly perceived in  Vol I. p. 272: Gandalf:
'H e  that breaks a th ing  to find ou t w hat it is has left the p a th  of 
w isdom .' (Letters 414)
Tolkien, then , m a d e  explicit th e  app licab ility  of G an d a lf 's  w o rd s  to  h is ow n  
p rio rities in  academ ic research . T his iden tifica tion  o p en s th e  doo r to  ask ing  
w h e th e r th e re  m ig h t be  o th e r passages th a t can be re a d  in  the  sam e m anner. 
S h ippey  h as tu rn e d  u p  one. W hen  reco u n tin g  G o llu m 's  h is to ry  to  F rodo, 
G an d alf describes a y o u n g  Sm eagol as " in te rested  in  roo ts a n d  beg inn ings" 
(LotR  I.2.53). A s G ollum , Sm eagol goes to  live u n d e r  th e  roo ts of m o u n ta in s  in 
th e  belief th a t th ey  h o ld  "g rea t secrets [...] w h ich  h av e  n o t been  d iscovered  
since th e  beg in n in g "  (54). But, G an d alf tells F rodo, " th e re  w as n o th in g  m ore  to 
fin d  out, n o th in g  w o rth  d o ing" (55). S h ippey  convincing ly  a rg u es  th a t th is 
expresses T o lk ien 's  v iew  of th e  practice  of reco n stru c tin g  etym ological roots 
for th e ir o w n  sake ("H isto ry  in  W ords: T o lk ien 's  R u ling  P assion" 30). Tolkien, 
in  o th er w ords, be lieved  th a t reconstruc tion  for its o w n  sake w as n o t w o rth  
do ing . Instead , reconstruc tion  sh o u ld  serve som e o ther end , such  as 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  fo rm s a ttested  in  a language , o r w ritin g  a po em  in  Gothic, 
o r in v en tin g  a " lost" G erm an ic  lan g u ag e  such  as G autisk .
Yet a th ird  passag e  m a y  be  re a d  w ith  app lica tions to T o lk ien 's  
academ ic op in ions. W hen  G im li is rh ap so d iz in g  ab o u t th e  b eau ty  of the 
G litte ring  Caves, L egolas w arns,
"M aybe the m en  of this land  are w ise to say little: one family of busy 
dw arves w ith  ham m er and  chisel m ight m ar m ore than  they m ade."
"No, you do no t understand ," said Gimli. "N o dw arf could be 
unm oved  by such loveliness. N one of D urin 's race w ou ld  m ine those 
caves for stones or ore, no t if d iam onds and  gold could be got there. Do 
you  cut dow n groves of blossom ing trees in  the springtim e for 
firewood? We w ou ld  tend  these glades of flowering stone, no t quarry 
them . W ith cautious skill, tap by tap —a sm all chip of rock and no 
m ore, perhaps, in  a w hole anxious day —so w e could work, and as the 
years w ent by, w e should  open u p  new  ways, and display far cham bers 
that are still dark, glim psed only as a void  beyond fissures in  the rock."
(LotR m.8.548)
T he lan g u ag e  u se d  in  th is passage  echoes th e  lan g u ag e  T olkien  favo red  w h en  
d iscussing  lite ra tu re . It rem in d s  one first of th e  fam ous ana logy  in  "Beowulf. 
th e  M onste rs  a n d  th e  C ritics," in  w h ich  T olkien  com pares Beowulf criticism  to a 
to w er th a t h a s  b een  knocked  d o w n  b y  those  w ho  are  m o re  in te res ted  in  w h a t
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th ey  can d ig  u p  of its co m p o n en t parts , th a n  in  w h a t th e  to w er h as to  offer as a 
w hole.
M oreover, in  b o th  of h is  essays on  lite ra ry  criticism , T olkien  com pares 
th e  p ractice  of u s in g  stories as sources of in fo rm ation  to  "q u arry in g ."
Beowulf has been used  as a quarry  of fact and fancy far m ore 
assiduously than  it has been studied as a w ork of art. (BMC 5)
Such studies are, how ever, scientific (at least in  intent); they are the 
p u rsu it of folklorists or anthropologists: tha t is of people using  the 
stories no t as they w ere m eant to be used , bu t as a quarry  from  w hich 
to  d ig  evidence, or inform ation, about m atters in  w hich they are 
interested. (OFS 38)
T he im age of q u a rry in g  is v iv id  en o u g h  to h av e  been  freq u en tly  q u o te d  or 
a llu d ed  to 1 w h en  d iscussing  T o lk ien 's  o p in ions on  lite ra ry  criticism . G im li's 
d en ia l of q u a rry in g  in  favor of trea tin g  th e  caves as a w ork  of a rt seem s 
strik ing ly  in  line w ith  T o lk ien 's  ap p ro ach  to  lite ra tu re . L ike the Beowulf poem , 
th e  cave is to  be  actively  en g ag ed  w ith , n o t m ere ly  passively  enjoyed, b u t in  
no n -d es tru c tiv e  w ays. A s T olkien  says of lite ra ry  criticism , u s in g  a m e tap h o r 
in  w h ich  a sto ry  is soup  an d  its tropes, sym bols, an d  in fluences are  the 
ing red ien ts: "I do  n o t of course forb id  criticism  of the  soup  as soup" (OFS 40). 
T he anx ious ta p p in g  a n d  chiseling  th a t G im li env is ions can be co m p ared  to 
lite ra ry  criticism  of a w ork  as a w hole, o r p e rh a p s  even  better, to  th e  rew o rk in g  
of m y th o lo g y  in to  som eth ing  n e w  th a t is its o w n  w ork  of art, such  as T olkien 
eng ag ed  in.
Finally , th e  cham bers th a t w ill be o p en ed  u p  in  G im li's  v ision  
rem in d s  one of T o lk ien 's  m e tap h o rs  of n e w  horizons. T his im age w as one he  
often  u se d  m etap h o rica lly  to describe lite ra tu re  a n d  a rt (in c lu d in g  h is ow n), as 
w ell as lite ra lly  to  describe th e  physica l landscape. It is clear from  h is  w ritings 
th a t the im age of d im ly  g lim p sed  landscapes re so n a ted  deep ly  w ith  h im , and  
th a t h e  construc ted  h is  m y th o lo g y  accord ing ly . For instance, h e  w ro te  to  h is 
son C h ris to p h er th a t
A story m ust be to ld  or there 'll be no story, yet it is the un to ld  stories 
tha t are m ost moving. I think you  are m oved by Celebrimbor because it 
conveys a sudden  sense of endless untold stories: m ountains seen far
1 Baltasar 19; Bratman 89; Drout, "Tolkien's Medieval Scholarship and Its Significance" 
135; Drout, "Introduction" xxx; Flieger, "'Do the Atlantis story and abandon Eriol-Saga'" 
50; Flieger, "There Would Always Be a Fairy-tale: J.R.R. Tolkien and the Folklore 
Controversy" 28; Flieger, Splintered Light 14; Shank 149; Shippey, "Tolkien and Iceland: 
The Philology of Envy" 195.
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away, never to  be climbed, distant trees (like N iggle's) never to be 
approached—or if so only to becom e 'near trees' (unless in  Paradise or 
N 's  Parish)." (Letters 110-111)
In  th e  sh o rt sto ry  "L eaf b y  N igg le" (henceforth  "N igg le") to  w h ich  
T olkien  a lludes here , N ig g le 's  a rt is, in  som e m ystical w ay, the  landscape  itself. 
P rev iously  in  N ig g le 's  life, "H e  h a d  n ev er before  been  able to  w alk  in to  the 
d is tance  w ith o u t it tu rn in g  in to  m ere  su rro u n d in g s"  ("N igg le" 114). T his is 
w h y  G im li an d  th e  o th er d w arv es  m u s t p ro ceed  so slow ly  w ith  the  cham bers; 
for th ere  is a ch a rm  to k n o w in g  th a t n e w  cham bers aw ait, an d  ru sh in g  spoils 
th a t sense of inaccessib le d istance. In  N ig g le 's  Parish , "A s you  w alked , n ew  
d is tances op en ed  out; so th a t you  n o w  h a d  doub led , treble, an d  q u a d ru p le  
d istances, doubly , trebly , an d  q u a d ru p ly  enchan ting" ("N igg le" 114). In  a 
le tte r in  w h ich  T olkien  describes th e  w ritin g  of "L eaf b y  N igg le ," h e  d raw s 
com parisons be tw een  h im se lf an d  N igg le . O f p a rticu la r in te rest to  u s  is h is 
sta te  of m in d  a t th e  tim e of w ritin g  th e  sto ry  as h e  describes it in  the  letter: "I 
w as  anx ious ab o u t m y  o w n  in te rn a l Tree, The Lord o f the Rings. I t w as g ro w in g  
o u t of h an d , a n d  revea ling  end less n ew  v is tas"  (Letters 321). L ikew ise,
Part of the attraction of The L.R. is, I think, due to  the glim pses of a 
large history in  the background: an attraction like tha t of view ing far off 
an unvisited  island, or seeing the tow ers of a distant city gleam ing in  a 
sunlit m ist. To go there is to destroy the m agic, unless new  unattainable 
vistas are again revealed. (Letters 333)
T hese end less  n e w  v istas, th e  n e w  d istances th a t o p en ed  o u t in  N ig g le 's  Parish , 
an d  th e  g lim pses of to w ers  in  a m ist, all resem ble G im li's  " fa r cham bers th a t 
a re  still d a rk , g lim p sed  o n ly  as a vo id  b ey o n d  fissu res in  the rock."
A ll of these  para lle ls  in  lan g u ag e  an d  im age, therefore , suggest th a t 
T o lk ien 's  o p in ions on  lite ra tu re  are  exp ressed  in  G im li's  speech. H e  in ten d ed  
G im li to  d isco u rag e  the  so rt of w ork  th a t h e  saw  as destruc tive , in c lu d in g  
q u arry in g , in  favor of artistic  app rec ia tion  of th e  w hole. G im li an d  G andalf 
there fo re  speak  in  h a rm o n y  w ith  each  o th er on  th is issue, an d  in  h a rm o n y  w ith  
T olkien  th ro u g h o u t h is  life. T o lk ien 's  essays w ere  b o th  com posed  in  th e  1930s. 
T he b u lk  of The Lord o f the Rings w as w ritten  in  th e  la te  1930s an d  early  1940s. 
In  1971 an d  1972, h e  q u o ted  G an d alf 's  w o rd s  w ith  an  app lica tion  to  th e  s tu d y  
of lite ra tu re . H e  d ied  in  1973. T olkien  exp ressed  these  op in ions th ro u g h o u t h is 
life in  ev ery  gen re  in  w h ich  h e  w ro te , from  th e  perso n a l to  th e  professional. 
T he in te rested  read e r m a y  see F isher for a fu ller selection o f T o lk ien 's  quotes 
on  the subject.
I t little  m atte rs, then , h o w  consciously  T olkien  m a y  h av e  h a d  
lite ra tu re  in  m in d  w h en  w ritin g  G im li's  speech, an y  m ore  th a n  w h en  h is
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ph ilosoph ical w o rld v iew  em erges on  th e  page . W h ethe r o r n o t h e  specifically  
th o u g h t of h im se lf as rew ritin g  the  O ld  E nglish  p o em  The Battle o f Maldon 
w h en  w ritin g  G an d alf 's  s tan d  aga in s t th e  B alrog (see Bruce a n d  B ow m an), h is 
non-fic tional w ritin g  clearly  ind ica tes h is belief th a t B y rh tno th  m ak es the 
w ro n g  decision , an d  h e  ju s t as c learly  be lieved  th a t G an d a lf m ak es the  rig h t 
decision  u n d e r  sim ilar c ircum stances. H e  w as w ritin g , in  o ther w o rd s , h is  
fiction an d  nonfic tion  from  a consisten t set of values. L ikew ise, a speech  such 
as G im li's, w h e th e r o r n o t T olkien  w ro te  it w ith  "Beowulf: T he M onsters an d  
th e  C ritics" in  m in d , m a y  be  re a d  as an  expression  of T o lk ien 's  academ ic 
values.
I n s c r i p t i o n s  a n d  M a n u s c r i p t s
O ne strik ing  fea tu re  of M id d le -ea rth  is th e  p resence  of long-lived  
characters w ho  m ak e  th e  d is tan t p a s t im m ed ia te ly  re levan t. G an d a lf 's  
d iscovery  a n d  d ec ip h e rm en t of a m an u sc rip t b y  Is ild u r lead s h im  to the 
conclusion th a t th e  rin g  of inv isib ility  cu rren tly  possessed  b y  F rodo  is in  fact 
th e  O ne R ing  of S auron . The m illenn ia -o ld  m an u sc rip t is m a d e  k ey  to  the 
advan cem en t of th e  p lo t. T his is n o  accident. T olkien  once sa id  th a t M id d le - 
ea rth  w as m o tiv a ted  b y  h is  desire  to  h av e  a w o rld  in  w h ich  "a  sta r sh ines on 
th e  h o u r of o u r m ee tin g "  could  be a n o rm al g ree tin g  (Letters 265). L ikew ise, 
th ere  are  n u m ero u s  instances th a t show  th a t h e  w an ted  a w o rld  in  w h ich  
ancien t h is to ry  w as im m ed ia te ly  re levant. The presence  of im m orta l characters 
m ak es th is possib le  in  M id d le -ea rth  in  a w ay  th a t it  is n o t in  real life. T hough  
n o  m illenn ia -o ld  m an u scrip t, n o tw ith s ta n d in g  exam ples such  as th e  D ead  Sea 
Scrolls, is likely  to  h av e  an  im m ed ia te  im p ac t on  the  w o rld  com parab le  to 
Is ild u r 's  m an u scrip t, T olkien  neverthe less  w a n te d  to u se  these  fictional devices 
to  d rive  ho m e the  p o in t th a t even  in  th e  rea l w o rld , th e  va lue  of leg en d  an d  of 
lan g u ag e  is w id e ly  un d eres tim a ted .
Several ep isodes in  The Lord o f the R ings h ig h lig h t th e  im portance  of 
philo logy , a n d  G an d a lf is a m ajo r p lay e r in  m a n y  of them . B ecause h e  is, 
how ever, fallible, like all th e  characters, T olkien  is able to  u se  h im  b o th  to  show  
successes a n d  fa ilu res of philo logy . For in stance , G an d a lf 's  difficulty  
in te rp re tin g  the  p a ssw o rd  to M oria  serves a b rillian t d u a l function  of b o th  
h ig h lig h tin g  th e  perils  of th in k in g  too m u ch  ab o u t philo logy , w h ile  
em p h as iz in g  th e  im portance  of g e ttin g  th e  p h ilo logy  righ t. G an d a lf 's  g rea t 
lea rn in g  leads h im  to ov e rth in k  th e  m atte r , w h ich  in  tu rn  lead s h im  to p a rse  
th e  w o rd  mellon incorrectly . The correct p a rs in g  is n eed ed  for th e  C o m p an y  to 
g a in  en trance  to  th e ir destination .
G an d a lf 's  decision  to  p au se  th e  C o m p an y  in  th e ir desp e ra te  jo u rn ey  
th ro u g h  M oria  in  o rd e r to  re a d  a book  in  p o o r lig h t likew ise stem s from  h is  — 
an d  T o lk ien 's—belief in  the im portance  of ph ilo logy . In  h in d sig h t, th e  Book of
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M azarb u l w o u ld  be tte r h av e  been  re a d  a t le isu re  in  L o th lorien , for it reveals 
n o th in g  th a t a id s  th em  in  the ir fight, an d  in d eed  delays the ir escape. W hile on 
a lite ra ry  level, th e  scene serves to  h o n o r th e  fallen  d w arv es  a n d  to  fo reshadow  
th e  fate of th e  C o m p an y  w hile  b u ild in g  suspense , on  the  p lo t level it leads to 
th e  w o u n d in g  of F rodo  a n d  Sam , to th e  d estruc tion  of th e  C h am b er of 
M azarbu l, an d  p e rh ap s  u ltim a te ly  to  G an d a lf 's  death . "W hy  d id  I delay?" 
G an d alf lam en ts (LotR  II.5.323).
W h y  in d eed ?  It h e lp s  to rem em b er th a t th e  las t tim e G andalf 
en co u n te red  a m an u sc rip t th a t h a d  long  gone u n re a d  since its creation , it 
rev ea led  to  h im  th a t F ro d o 's  r in g  w as the  rin g  cu t from  S au ro n 's  h a n d  by  
Is ildu r, au th o r of th is m illenn ia -o ld  m an u sc rip t. H e  could  n o t k n o w  in  advance  
th a t th e  book  of M azarb u l w o u ld  n o t be sim ilarly  im p o rtan t, g iven  th a t they  
are  s tan d in g  in  th e  p lace in  w h ich  the  book  w as  w ritten , a n d  th ey  are  h av in g  
som e difficulty  f in d in g  th e ir w ay  th ro u g h . G an d alf 's  d eep  philo logical 
in terests ,2 reflecting  T olk ien 's , m a y  a t tim es lead  h im  astray , b u t u ltim ate ly  
th ey  m ak e  th e  defea t of S au ron  possible.
G an d alf th e  W ise is an  obv ious m e d iu m  for T olkien  to  illu s tra te  the 
im portance  of p h ilo logy  in  M id d le -ea rth  an d  th e  p ro p e r w ay  to  go ab o u t it. 
G im li is a less obv ious choice, for h e  evinces n o  in te res t in  lite ra ry  lea rn ing  
w hatsoever. T ellingly, it is G andalf, n o t G im li, w h o  p u zz le s  o u t th e  B ook of 
M azarb u l in  its po o r condition . G im li's on ly  co n trib u tio n  is to  iden tify  the 
h a n d  th a t w ro te  th e  E lv ish  characters, an d  h e  bases th is ded u c tio n  on  h is 
p e rso n a l k n o w led g e  of h is  k in sm an  O ri, n o t on  h is  p a leog raph ic  learn ing . H e 
fails to  in te rp re t th e  S ru n e  b o rne  b y  S a ru m an 's  orcs, a ttrib u tin g  it in s te ad  to 
S auron , in  y e t an o th e r in s tance  in  w h ich  th e  p lo t rid es  on  th e  correct 
in te rp re ta tion . T hough  G an d alf g ives G im li th e  book  of M azarb u l w ith  
in s truc tions to  p ass  it on  to  D ain, G im li n ev e r speaks of it again , n e ith e r to 
d ec ipher passages in  the  b e tte r re ad in g  cond itions of L o th lo rien  th a t m a y  h ave  
b een  obscure  to  G an d alf in  M oria, n o r to  exp la in  h is  lack of en g ag em en t w ith  
th e  book  b y  b y  say ing  it w as  lost in  an y  of h is  m a n y  ad v en tu res . W e never 
lea rn  any  m o re  of th is b o o k 's  fate.
G im li's  ro le is th u s  m ore  in d irec t th a n  G andalf's . G im li h e lp s  p ro v id e  
th e  link  be tw een  th e  physica l landscape  a n d  T o lk ien 's  scholarly  in terests: 
lan g u ag e  a n d  lite ra tu re . O n the n u m e ro u s  occasions th a t h av e  been  e labo ra ted  
on  above, T olk ien  d rew  com parisons be tw een  lite ra tu re , in c lu d in g  h is  ow n, 
an d  th e  landscape. Indeed , th e  book  of M azarb u l itself, in  be in g  re a d  to  u s  in
2 Given the evolution of G andalf s character into someone so learned, Tolkien was later 
concerned by G andalf s failure in The Hobbit either to read the runes on the swords or to 
decipher Thorin's map. The former he tried explaining by describing the swords as 
covered in  goblin blood, which can only be cleaned at Elrond's house, but his revision of 
The Hobbit was never finished or published (Rateliff, "History of the Hobbit" 811).
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tan ta liz in g  fragm en ts  a n d  nev er a llu d ed  to  again, serves the  p u rp o se  of a 
d im ly  g lim p sed  landscape. As T olkien  says, "To go th ere  is to  d estroy  the 
m agic, u n less  n e w  u n a tta in ab le  v is tas are  again  revealed ."  In  th is w ay, G im li's 
ap p ro ach  to  ph ilo logy , v ia  th e  landscape, is p roper. H is  jo u rn ey  in to  th e  caves 
of A g laro n d  s tan d s  in  con trast to G ollum 's. G o llum  p ro v id es  an  exam ple of 
ge ttin g  p h ilo logy  w ro n g . H e  delves end lessly  in to  roo ts w ith o u t ga in ing  
an y th in g  th a t m ig h t a d d  to h is  app rec ia tion  of the  object in  question , un like  
G im li w h o  gains an  app rec ia tion  of the caves of A g la ro n d  a n d  in d eed  
enhances th e ir beau ty .
A n o th e r d o m ain  in  w h ich  T olkien  tied  the  lan d scap e  to  p h ilo logy  an d  
th o u g h t th a t peop le  o ften  go t it w ro n g  w a s  onom astics. B oth h is  scholarly  
w o rk  on  E ng lish  n am es a n d  h is  choice of p lace n am es for M idd le -ea rth , an d  
th e  in terac tions of characters w ith  these p lace nam es, sen d  the  sam e m essage: 
p h ilo logy  is of rea l im portance.
O n o m a s t i c s
Like G andalf, F aram ir is easy  to  link  to T olkien  an d  h is th ink ing . 
T olkien  sa id  th a t if an y  of h is  characters resem bles h im , it is F aram ir (Letters 
232). W hen  h e  w ro te  of F a ram ir 's  un ex p ec ted  appea ran ce  d u rin g  th e  w ritin g  of 
The Lord o f the Rings th a t "I am  su re  I d id  n o t in v en t h im  [...], th o u g h  I like 
h im " (Letters 79), it is n o t h a rd  to  u n d e rs ta n d  w h y  a character so sim ilar to  h im  
ap p e a re d  w ith o u t conscious effort. H e  w ro te  ap p ro v in g ly  in  th e  sam e le tter of 
F a ram ir 's  o p in ions on  m artia l g lo ry  an d  tru e  g lory , calling F a ram ir 's  
reflections "n o  d o u b t so u n d "  (79), an d  h e  b eq u ea th ed  to F a ram ir h is ow n  
d ream  of a w av e  engu lfing  a g reen  is lan d  (213).
T hese resem blances be tw een  F aram ir a n d  the au th o r m ean  th a t it is 
especially  sign ifican t w h en  one of F a ram ir 's  ep isodes h in g es  on  a linguistic  
detail. W h en  F aram ir m eets F rodo  a n d  Sam  in  Ith ilien , h e  tries to d issu ad e  
th em  from  tak in g  th e  p ass  of C irith  U ngol, say ing  th a t " th e re  is som e d a rk  
te rro r th a t dw ells  in  th e  p asses of M inas M orgu l,"  an d  th a t "If C irith  U ngo l is 
n am ed , o ld  m en  a n d  m as te rs  of lore w ill b lanch  an d  fall silent." Yet w h en  
F rodo  asks h im  "w h a t do  you  k now  ag a in s t th is  p lace th a t m akes its n am e  so 
d read fu l?"  F aram ir says on ly  th a t h e  k n o w s n o th in g  certa in  (LotR  IV.6.692). 
G iven  th a t F a ram ir is a flu en t a n d  p e rh a p s  n ea r-n a tiv e  speaker of S indarin , it 
h a s  m ystified  som e read e rs  w h y  F aram ir does n o t a t least tell F rodo  an d  Sam  
th a t ungol m ean s  " sp id e r"  in  E lvish  (H am m o n d  an d  Scull 481). K now ledge  of 
w h a t to expect o n  th e  ro a d  ahead , even  if h e  canno t d issu ad e  th em  from  their 
pa th , can  on ly  be  to  th e  good.
T he tw o  references to  th e  "n am e" of C irith  U ngo l in  th e  exchange 
be tw een  F aram ir an d  F rodo  m a y  give a h in t. T olkien  h a d  a d eep  persona l 
in te rest in  onom astics, a n d  p a rticu la rly  in  recovering  h a lf-rem em b ered  m y th
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b y  e tym o log iz ing  p ro p e r nam es. For instance, h e  w ro te  a p a p e r  p ro p o s in g  an  
In d o -E u ro p ean  e tym o logy  for th e  n am e  Nuada of a C eltic g o d  (Tolkien, "T he 
N am e 'N o d e n s '" )  a n d  in  d o in g  so, d eriv ed  an  a rg u m en t for th e  ancien t 
func tiona lity  of the  g o d  from  h is  nam e. Sim ilarly, h e  p ro p o sed  e tym ologies for 
th e  su rn am e  N eave  of h is  A u n t Jane an d  for the  E nglish  p lace n am e  H inksey , 
th a t lin k ed  these  n am es respective ly  to  the  leg en d a ry  figu res H n ae f and  
H en g est from  A nglo-Saxon m y th o lo g y  (S h ippey  "T olkien  an d  th e  Beowulf- 
P oet" 17; "A  L ook a t Exodus a n d  Finn and Hengest" 184-185). In  th is w ay, 
T olkien  believed , A nglo-Saxon m y th  h a s  n o t en tire ly  van ished , b u t a m em o ry  
is still p rese rv ed  in  the  su rro u n d in g  landscape  an d  its inh ab itan ts . Just as 
T olkien  a rg u ed  in  "O n  Fairy-sto ries" th a t one of th e  functions of th e  fairy -sto ry  
is "R ecovery ," h e  u se d  ph ilo log ical techn iques to effect a recovery  th a t b rings 
th e  p a s t in to  th e  p re sen t an d  m ak es it rea l a n d  im m edia te .
T he fa ilu re  of th e  peop le  of G ondor to  pa rse  Cirith Ungol as "S p ider 
P ass" a n d  rem em b er th a t it is in h ab ited  by  a g ian t sp ider-like  creature , even  
w h en  th ey  k n o w  th a t it is a p ass  in  w h ich  som e d read fu l te rro r dw ells , is a 
fa ilu re  sim ilar to  the  fo rge tting  of E nglish  nam es. G ondor is lo sing  touch  w ith  
its past. In  th e  case of C irith  U ngol, of course, th e  ancien t figu res from  m y th  
still live, w h ereas H en g est is n o t likely  to  in v ad e  H inksley  in  th e  foreseeable 
fu tu re . In  h is  fiction, T olkien  w as able to  g ive ph ilo logy  an  im p o rtan ce  to  the 
p lo t th a t it does n o t possess in  rea l life, b u t h e  d id  so in  o rd e r to  com m unicate  
th a t he  nev erth e less  be lieved  ph ilo logy  is im portan t, even  now . P e rh ap s  the 
fate  of th e  rea l free w o rld  w ill n ev e r d ep en d  on  a th ree -th o u san d -y ea r-o ld  text, 
b u t a peop le  w ill lose a v e ry  im p o rtan t p a r t of its h e ritag e  if no  effort is m a d e  
to  keep  in  touch  w ith  th e  past. G an d a lf rebukes T heo d en  for fo rge tting  th a t the 
n am e  Entwood is n o t a s tring  of m ean ing less  syllables, b u t p rese rv es a m em o ry  
of a tim e  w h en  E nts a n d  m o rta l M en m et. T heoden  sh o u ld  n o t be so su rp rised  
to  see the E nts w a lk in g  again  o u t of w h a t h e  calls " th e  shadow s of legend" 
(LotR  m.8.549-50). O ne im ag ines th a t T olk ien  w o u ld  h ave  liked  a long-lived  
H en g est to  com e s tr id in g  o u t of H inksley .
E ven g iven  h o w  com m onplace  such  fo rge tting  is, it rem ain s less th an  
obv ious w h y  F aram ir, as a m a n  of a la n d  w h ere  m u ch  lea rn in g  is still 
p rese rv ed  in  w riting , u n lik e  in R ohan, a n d  as som eone w ho  d eep ly  values o ld  
lore, does n o t th in k  to  connect th e  nam eless  te rro r of C irith  U ngo l w ith  the 
" sp id e r"  of its nam e, w h en  w o n d e rin g  specifically  w h a t m ig h t be u p  there. 
U n like  in  Hinksley, no  phono log ica l change h a s  ren d e red  th is n am e 
unrecogn izab le : it tran sla tes  qu ite  s tra ig h tfo rw ard ly  as "P ass (of the) Spider," 
w h ich  is exactly  w h a t it is. U n like  th e  peop le  of R ohan , w h o  are  g iven  to 
s ing ing  songs ra th e r th a n  w ritin g  books, F a ram ir canno t h av e  fo rgo tten  th a t 
ungols are real c rea tu res in  the  w ay  th a t T h eo d en 's  peop le  h av e  fo rgotten  
ab o u t Ents, th o u g h  h e  m a y  be th in k in g  of sm all ungols ra th e r th a n  one of
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Shelob 's size. If phono log ica l change canno t be responsib le , then , w e m u s t look 
to  sem antic  change for th e  so lu tion  to  the  m ystery .
T h o u g h  th e  to n g u es of th e  elves are  slow  to change, a n d  th e  m en  of 
G ondor are  conservative, neverthe less  T olkien  m akes it clear th a t m en , w ith  
th e ir sho rte r lives, a re  m ore  changeab le  th a n  elves, a n d  lingu istic  change is 
faster too am o n g  them . F aram ir lam en ts  th e  decline of G ondor a n d  its people, 
say ing  th ey  h av e  becom e M id d le  M en, w ith  a m em o ry  of o th e r th ings (Tolkien, 
Two Towers 323). O n th e ir tongues, even  if th ey  m a d e  an  effort to  p reserv e  the 
ancien t p ro n u n c ia tio n  of w o rd s, w o rd s  w o u ld  inev itab ly  acqu ire  n e w  
m ean in g s  an d  lose o ld  m ean ings. The u se  of a single w o rd  to  convey  m an y  
re la ted  m ean in g s  is k n o w n  as po lysem y. Sem antic  change such  as p o ly sem y  is 
th e  m o s t p laus ib le  ex p lana tion  for F a ram ir 's  fa ilu re  to  com m unicate  an y th in g  
m ore  specific th a n  " te rro r"  to F rodo  an d  Sam.
T olkien  g ives u s  som e h in t of th e  existence of sem an tic  change in  the 
w o rd  ungol. N e ith e r U n g o lian t n o r Shelob is w h a t th e  m o d e rn  re ad e r th in k s of 
as a real sp ider, b u t on ly  "sp ider-like ."  W hen  F rodo  a n d  Sam  m ee t Shelob, she 
is described  as "m o st like a sp id e r"  (LotR  IV.9.725), a n d  h as som e anatom ical 
fea tu res  th a t a re  n o t observed  in  th e  sp id ers  of th e  rea l w orld , such  as 
co m p o u n d  eyes, a n d  a stinger (H am m o n d  an d  Scull 490-491; 493; 496.). 
Shelob 's d escen d an ts  in  M irkw ood  are  n o t as te rrify ing  as she, b u t th ey  are 
described  as sp iders. "U ngo l"  therefo re  is u se d  vario u sly  of U ngo lian t, Shelob, 
th e  crea tu res of M irkw ood  th a t fea tu re  in  The Hobbit, and , p resum ab ly , the 
m ore  fam iliar sp id ers  fo u n d  in  o n e 's  house . It is com m on for a peo p le  en te rin g  
a n e w  geog raph ica l te rrito ry  to  ap p ly  fam iliar an im al w o rd s to  species th a t 
h av e  n ev e r b een  en co u n te red  b y  speakers of the ir lan g u ag e  before. T his can 
lead  to  confusion  such  as th a t be tw een  bison an d  buffalo, o r th e  N o rth  A m erican  
elk (Cervus Canadensis), w h ich  is n o t th e  sam e as th e  E u ro p ean  elk (Alces aloes). 
S peakers fam iliar w ith  U n g o lian t en te rin g  M id d le -ea rth  m ig h t have  
en co u n te red  sm aller, ev e ry d ay  crea tu res th a t resem b led  h e r an d  called  th em  
b y  th e  n a m e  ungol, th u s  ex p an d in g  the  u se  of th e  w o rd  to  a w id e r ran g e  of 
referen ts. T his p rocess of sem an tic  genera liza tion  is a com m on one in  language  
change, an d  T olkien  w o u ld  h ave  been  ex trem ely  fam iliar w ith  it. M etaphorica l 
ex tensions of an im al w o rd s  w o u ld  h av e  b een  eq u a lly  fam iliar to  T olkien . A  rat, 
in  English, can be either a ro d en t o r an  in form er. A n ungol, then , m ig h t w ell be 
e ither a sp id e r o r an y  m etap h o rica l w eb  th a t one w an ts  to avoid . In  o th er 
w ords, an y  trap .
W ith  all these  possib ilities for lingu istic  change, th e  m o s t likely 
ex p lana tion  for F a ram ir 's  "n o th in g  certain" w h en  an sw erin g  F ro d o 's  question  
ab o u t th e  n am e  Cirith Ungol is th a t F aram ir is h o ld in g  in  h is  m in d  all the 
po ly sem o u s a n d  m etap h o rica l m ean in g s  of th e  w o rd ; w h ereas th e  crea tu re  in  
q u e s tio n —S helob—is sim p ly  so m u ch  like a sp id e r th a t s im ply  say ing  "sp id e r"
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to F rodo  an d  Sam  w o u ld  h av e  p re p a re d  th em  as w ell as any th ing . F a ram ir 's  
fa ilu re  to p ro d u ce  th e  sim ple an d  obv ious m ean in g  is p a ra lle led  b y  G andalf's  
fa ilu re  to  im m ed ia te ly  p ro d u ce  the  p a ssw o rd  to M oria, w h ich  is so sim ple th a t 
th e  " lea rn ed  lo re-m aster"  (LotR  II.4.308) overlooks it.
Sem antic changes, like th e  phono log ica l changes seen in  Hinksley, are 
an  inev itab le  fea tu re  of h u m a n  language . T hey  m a d e  it possib le  for T olkien  to 
p u rsu e  a career in  philo logy , b u t a t th e  sam e tim e th ey  conceal m u ch  
in fo rm ation  ab o u t leg en d s of th e  p a s t th a t h e  w as eager to know . This 
d ilem m a w as on  h is  m in d  w h en  h e  constructed  h is  E lv ish  tongues, a n d  no  
d o u b t it p lay ed  a ro le in  h is  choice to  carefu lly  craft th e  lingu istic  changes seen 
in  those languages, w h ile  p lac ing  lingu istic  change u n d e r  g rea te r conscious 
contro l of h is  E lves th a n  h u m a n s  h av e  over th e ir languages. H e  w o u ld  h av e  
liked, n o  doub t, h u m a n s  to  change o u r lan g u ag es consciously, accord ing  to 
aesthetic  p rincip les, ra th e r th a n  h a p h a z a rd ly  as w e do, lo s ing  m u ch  th a t is 
go o d  in  the  process.
Both G im li's expansion  of th e  C aves of A g larond , " tap  b y  tap ,"  and  
th e  elem en ts of lingu istic  change th a t lead  to  the  d ifficulties u n d e rs ta n d in g  the 
o rig ins of p lace nam es, reflect the  inev itab ility  of change. T hough  T olk ien  w as 
w ell-know n  for b e in g  of a conservative ben t, h e  w as o p p o sed  to  w h a t h e  called 
th e  practice  of "em balm ing": try in g  to  freeze th e  w o rld  in  a d esired  sta te  and  
allow  n o  fu r th e r p ro g ress  (Letters 151-152). H is  theo log ical v iew s d id  n o t 
p e rm it a re tu rn  to  th e  past.
M ere change as such is no t represented as 'evil': it is the unfolding of the 
story and to  refuse this is of course against the design of God. But the 
Elvish w eakness is in  these term s naturally  to  regret the past, and to 
become unw illing to face change; as if a m an  w ere to  hate a very long 
book still going on, and w ished to settle dow n in a favourite chapter. 
(Letters 236)
A s an  au thor, as a C hris tian , an d  as a linguist, T olkien  recogn ized  th e  chang ing  
n a tu re  of the  w o rld , b u t a t the sam e tim e h e  w ish ed  n o t to  d e s tro y  it 
heed lessly , o r to lose touch  w ith  th e  p a s t in  a h ead lo n g  ru sh  to w a rd  p rogress. 
H is  en g ag em en t w ith  lite ra ry  w orks as a p ieces of art, h is  creation  of n ew  
m y th s  a n d  rew o rk in g  of o ld  m yths, h is  s tu d y  of lingu istic  change, an d  h is 
creation  of n e w  languages, com plete  w ith  p a tte rn s  of phono log ica l and  
sem antic  change, all reflect b o th  h is  lon g in g  for th e  p a s t an d  h is  v ision  of the 
w o r ld —b o th  h is fiction w o rld  an d  th e  rea l w o rld  in  w h ich  he  liv e d —as a sto ry  
th a t does n o t com e to  an  end , b u t is ev er-ch an g in g  in  accordance w ith  its 
c rea to r 's  design.
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